MY   AFRICAN   NEIGHBOURS

able, hunted beast. But I did not know how long the
mamba intended to stay, nor how long my irrepressible
dogs would consent to remain outside; moreover, I had
seen, a year before, a tame monkey die a slow death from
the bite of a tree-snake. So martial law had to be passed.

I measured the mamba on the following morning: it
was just seven feet long, and far from full-grown.

Even if chameleons in Nyasaland do not attain the size
of the large specimens indigenous in Madagascar, indi-
viduals one foot in length, with exclusion of the tail, are no
uncommon occurrence. Natives assert that these large
chameleons catch and eat young birds. I have not tried to
test the truth of this information, as my interest in the
question is not strong enough to induce me to hara-kirize
even one of those harmless creatures.

As I have mentioned on another occasion, they are
feared by natives more than snakes, their bite being sup-
posed to cause incurable disease, and the most extraordinary
yarns are told about them, as, for instance, that the female,
when she realizes that her time has come, lets herself drop
from the top of a tree, gives birth to her progeny immedi-
ately after touching the ground, and dies. Although I
thought that it might have been based on an isolated single
occurrence, I had my doubts concerning the report; so
once, when I was standing under a tree just outside my
stockade, and a large chameleon, with a horn suggestive
both of the rhino and the narval, fell down flop at my feet
from the very top, my expectancy was keen, the more so
as a native standing near exclaimed excitely: 'Now she will
give birth to a lot of young, and then she will die!'
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